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ABSTRACT ~ 

This document, based on a computer search of the ERIC 
database, presents a review of the literature on divorce and single 
parent families. Statistics from the 1980 census are presented which 
shew that 19.7 percent of children under 18 live with a single 
parent, who in the overwhelming number of cases is the mother. The 
document presents.. data on the economic problems, causes, and 
adjustment issues surrounding divorce. The impact of divorce on 
children is discussed as well as the particular needs of single 
parent families stemming ^from the dissolution of the marriage and the 
setting up of a new lifestyle. Areas of strain to the mother and ±o 
the father v are identified. Problems inherent in remarriage are 
reviewed and intervention strategies are suggested. The helping role 
of society is explored in the areas of legal services, custody laws, 
conciliation counseling, mediation counseling, personal counseling, 
and school programs. References and an annotated bibliography from 
the computer search of the ERIC database complete the document. 
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INTRODUCTORY NOTE 



First tthefre was the Searchlight series— computer searches with abstracts of the ERIC 
database on topics of major interest and importance to ERIC/CAPS users and helping 
professionals in the field. Then came the Searchlight Plus series, computer searches of the ' 
topics in most demand PLUS in-depth analyses of the documents in the search. The opening 
narrative in each Searchlight Plus highlights certain documents, identifies major issues and 
trends, describes the historical backgrqund and existing programs, and points out the' 
implications of the information for the work of human services professionals. For those, who 
need succinct, timely, and practical information but lack the time to examine the total 
collection of data, the Searchlight Plus is the "perfect package." For a complete Jist of current 
topics, please contact the ERIC/CAPS Publications Department. 
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Goetting (1981) and Kitson and Raschke (1983) have reviewed the research literature on\ the negative 
sequences of divorce. For adults these are likely to include time and money management difficulties, physical and 
mtal health problems, diminished social and sexual activities initially and diminished satisfaction later, ana" role 

lefinltion strain. Role redefinition strain includes difficulties in child management as well ai stresses in 

. . \ 



ationships with extended family members. 

Though health correlates with divorce have been heavily documented, the exact ^cause-effect linkage is 
:lear. Is divorce a cause or an* effect of health disturbances? One study showed that health problems were 
related more closely with marital happiness than with marital status (EJ04I 619). Research is beginning to 
licate that role redefinition strain may be correlated with the degree of attachment to the former spouse> Many 
sstions about factors facilitating adjustment remain unanswered because of inadequate quantity and/or quality of 
;earch (Kitson & Raschke, 1983):, 

1. Do men or women hurt more? 

2. Does having children help or hinder? 

3. Do fault-grounds laws make matters worse? 

4. Do age and length of marriage make a difference? ■ 

5. Do the better educated and the wealthier cope better? c 

6. Are dating and sexual activity necessary for adjustment? 

7. Does counseling really help the pain go away? 

8. What psychological traits are positive resources? 
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Auch more research is needed to clarify our understanding of the consequences of divorce on adults and whaf factors 
acilitate the adjustment process* - ;/ » 



mpact on Children 

Interest in the effects of parental divorce on children has been fairly intense, but the research work is far frorr 
:omplete. Goetting (1981) defines tfie bottom line in research efforts as twofold: (I) little cpn Be said conclusively 
ibout the effects of divorce on children because of methodological limitations of the research, and (2) negative 
effects' may well be q consequence of marital discord rather than marital structure. \ ■ 

Goetting reviewed a number of studies which investigated the effect on cognitive performance and school 
ichievement. The conclusions are contradictory and factors are inadequately segregated. If excessive absence is th€ 
nost evident debilitating factor, what can schools do to facilitate the child's more regular participation? Though 
here may be some immobilization or regression in school productivity associated with divorce, one could logically 
conclude that consequence from the definition of a crisis state as being temporarily dysfunctional. The real questior 
s how do school personnel provide the appropriate support which allows the child to move through the crisis trauma as 
luickly, yet thoroughly, as possible. And how can schools support the parents 1 efforts to reorganize the family into c 
unctional single-potent structure? 

Researchers have also been interested in divorce's impact on the personality development of children. Studies 
>f young children are again inconclusive and contradictory. Recent efforts to control more variables indicate that the 
conflict atmosphere in the home 'is more detrimental than the marital status of the parents. Research by Hess anc 
lamara suggests that the relationships among family members seem to affect child behavior more than does marital 
tatus (EJ 220 409). Furthermore, maintaining positive relationships with both custodial and non-custodial jwrents car 

4 * 

ireatly mitigate the negative behavioral consequences of divorce. 

Similar conclusions are drawn from the.work of developmental psychologists: H Nurturant, competent, accessible 
others facilitate the psychosocial development of both sons and daughters, whereas hostile, distant, or inaccessible 
others (whether absent or present) inhibit the sociopersonality development" (EJ 177 416, p. 169). Rosenthal agrees. 
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